The Only Means... 


Leo Tolstoy, 1901 
Translated by V. Tcherkov and A.C. Fifield 


scriptorium.eu.org reprint, 2022 


‘The Only Means. 
(AUGUST, 1901.) 


“All things, therefore, whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, even so do ye 
also unto them: for this is the law and the prophets.” — Matt. vii. 12. 


THERE are more than a milliard or a thousand millions of working men in the world. 
All the bread, all the goods of the whole world, all wherewith people live and are rich, 
all this is produced by the working man. But it is not he who profits by the things he 
produces, but the Government and the rich, — whereas the working population lives in 
continual need, ignorance and bondage, and in the contempt of those very people whom 
they clothe, feed, house, and serve. 

The land is taken from the labourer and regarded as the property of those who do not 
work it, so that in order to be fed by the land the man who works it must do everything 
the owners demand. If the labourer leaves the land, enters service, or mills or factories, he 
falls into bondage to other wealthy people, for whom during the whole of his life he has to 
work, ten, twelve, fourteen or more hours a say, at alien, monotonous, tedious work, often 
pernicious to health and life. If he is able to settle on the land or to procure work so as to 
feed himself without want, then he is not left alone, but taxes are demanded of him, and 
in addition he himself is taken for three, four, five years into military service, or is forced 
to pay taxes for military purposes. If he desires to use the land without payment, or to 
arrange strikes, or to hinder other workmen from occupying his place, of if he refuses to 
pay taxes, then troops are sent against him, he is wounded, killed, compelled by force to 
work and pay just as before. 

So that the working men all over the world live not like men but like beasts of burden, 
who are compelled all their life to do not what is necessary to them, but to their oppressors, 
receiving in return only just so much food, clothing and rest as enables them to go on 
working unceasingly. Whereas that small group of people who dominate the labourers, 
profiting by all they produce, live in idleness and insane luxury, uselessly and immorally 
squandering the labour of millions. 

And thus the majority of the population of the whole world lives, not in Russia only, 
but also in France, and in Germany, and in England, and in China, and in India, and in 
Africa: everywhere. Whose fault is this? And how shall this be put right? Some say that it 
is the fault of those who possess the land without working it, and that it is necessary to give 
the land to the workers; others say that it is the fault of the rich who own the instruments 
of labour, that is, factories and mills, and that it is necessary that the factories and mills 
shall become the property of the workmen. Others again say that the whole organisation 
of life is to blame, and that it is necessary to change this organisation altogether. 

Is this true? 
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About five years ago, during the coronation of Nicholas II. at Moscow, the people were 
offered a free supply of beer, brandy, and buns. When the crowd proceeded to the place 
where these things were being distributed, a crush ensued. Those in front were knocked 
off their feet by those behind, and these were crushed by those yet further back; and no 
one seeing what was happening in front, they all kept pushing and pressing each other on. 
The weak were overthrown by the strong, and then the strong ones themselves, suffocated 
by the crush and want of air, also fell to the ground and were trampled by those who were 
pushed from behind and could not halt. And thus several thousand people, old and young, 
men and women, were crushed to death! 

When it was all over people began to argue as to who was to blame for it. Some said it 
was the police; others the organisers; other that the fault was the Czar’s who had initiated 
the silly device of such an entertainment. People accused everyone except themselves. And 
yet it would appear clear that only those were to blame who, in order to obtain a handful 
of cake and a pot of beer before their neighbours, rushed forward without paying attention 
to the others, and hustled and trampled them. 

Is not the same thing taking place with the working people? They are exhausted, 
crushed, enslaved, only because for some miserable advantage they themselves ruin their 
own lives, and those of their brothers. 

The labourers complain of the landlords, of the Governments, of the factory owners, 
of the military. But the landlords exploit land, the Governments collect taxes, factory 
owners dispose of the workmen, and the troops suppress strikes, only because the labourers 
themselves not only help the landlords, the Government, the factory owners, the troops, but 
they themselves do all those things of which they complain. Why, if a landlord can profit by 
thousands of acres of land without cultivating it himself, it is only because the workmen, for 
their own profit, go to work for him, and serve him as watchmen, keepers, foremen. So also 
the Government collects taxes from the workmen only because they themselves, attracted 
by the wages collected from themselves, become village and district elders,4 tax collectors, 
policemen, excise and customs officials; that is, help the Government to do those things 
of which they complain. The workmen also complain that the factory owners reduce their 
pay and compel them to work more and more hours; but this also is done only because 
the workmen themselves lower the wages by competition, and also hire themselves to the 
factory owners as warehousemen, overseers, watchmen and foremen; and search, fine, and 
in every way oppress their comrades in the interests of their masters. 

Lastly, the workmen complain that troops are sent against them if they wish to ap- 
propriate the land which they regard as their own, or if they refrain from paying taxes, 
or organise strikes; but the troops are composed of soldiers, and soldiers are those same 
workmen, who for personal advantage or from fear of punishment have entered the military 


'This is called the Khodynka tragedy of 1896, it is estimated 1389 died and 900 were injured at the event. 
Russian official functions performed by peasants elected for the purpose by the peasants themselves.— Trans. 


service, and, contrary both to their conscience and to the law of God they acknowledge, 
have taken an oath that they will kill all whom the authorities order them to kill. 

So that all the calamities of the workmen are produced by themselves. 

They need only cease to help the rich and the Governments, and all their sufferings 
would cease of themselves. 

Why then do they continue doing that which ruins them? 
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Two thousand years ago a law of God became known to men, the law of reciprocity, that 
one should act unto others as one wishes others to act to oneself, or, as it is expressed by 
the Chinese teacher Confucius “Do not do unto others that which you do not wish others 
to do unto you.” 

This law is simple, comprehensible to every one, and obviously gives the greatest welfare 
possible to man. And therefore it would seem that as soon as men had learned this law 
they ought immediately, as far as possible, to fulfil it themselves, and to use all their powers 
to teach this law and its fulfilment to the rising generations. 

It would seem that long ago all men ought to have acted thus, as this law was expressed 
almost simultaneously by Confucius and Buddha and the Jewish teacher Hillel and by Jesus. 

Especially it would seem that the men of our Christian world ought to act thus, recog- 
nising as they do, as the chief divine revelation, that Gospel in which it is explicitly taught 
that in this law “is all the law and the prophets”: that is, all the teaching necessary to man. 

And yet almost two thousand years have elapsed and men not only refrain from fulfilling 
this law and from teaching it to their children, but in most cases they do not themselves 
even know it, or if they do they regard it either as unnecessary or as impractical. 

At first this seems strange, but when one thinks of how people lived before the discovery 
of this law, and how long they lived so, and of how the law disagrees with the life of humanity 
as it has developed, then one beigns to understand why it happened that the law was not 
fulfilled. 

It happened because while men did not know the law that for the welfare of all each 
should do unto others that which he would have others do unto him (the law of reciprocity), 
every man endeavoured, for his own profit, to appropriate as much power as possible over 
other men. 

And having appropriated such power, he had in his turn, in order to profit by it unhin- 
dered, to subordinate himself to those who were stronger than he, and to help them. These 
stronger ones in their turn had to submit to those who were stronger than they, and to 
help them. 

So that in societies which did not know the law of reciprocity, of acting with others as 
one wishes others to act with oneself, always a small number of men dominated all the rest. 

And therefore it it comprehensible that when this law was revealed the rest not only 
were averse to accepting it for themselves, but also could not desire that those dominated 
by them should learn and accept it. 
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The small number of dominating people knew and know very well that those they 
dominate are continually fighting among themselves, endeavouring to subjugate each other. 
And therefore they have used and are always using all the means in their power to conceal 
this law from their subordinates. 

They conceal the law, not by denying it, which is impossible as it is clear and simple 
— but by putting forward hundreds, thousands of other laws which they assert are more 
important and obligatory than the law of reciprocity. 

Some of these men, priests, teach hundreds of ecclesiastical dogmas, rites, offerings, 
liturgies, which have nothing in common with the law of reciprocity, and announce them 
as the most important laws of God, the neglect of which involves eternal ruin. 

Others, the rulers, having appropriated the teaching invented by the priests, institute, on 
the strength of this, State regulations which are directly contrary to the law of reciprocity, 
and under threat of punishment demand from all their fulfilment. 

Others again, learned and rich men, acknowledging neither God nor any obligatory 
divine law, teach that there is only science and its laws, which they, the learned, discover, 
and the rich know, and that in order that it should be well for all, it is necessary that people 
should cultivate the same idle life led by the learned and the rich, through the medium of 
schools, lectures, theatres, concerts, picture galleries, meetings, and then, they affirm, all 
the evil from which the workmen suffer will destroy itself. 

None of these classes repudiate the law itself, but they put forward side by side with it 
such a number of all kinds of theological, state, and scientific laws, that amidst them all that 
simple, clear, and universally accessible law of God, the fulfilment of which undoubtedly 
delivers the majority of men from their sufferings, not only becomes imperceptible but 
completely disappears. 

It is from this cause the wonderful fact has arisen and still arises, that working men, 
crushed by the Government and the wealthy, continue, generation after generation, to ruin 
their lives and the lives of their brothers; to resort for the alleviation of their position to the 
most complicated, cunning, or difficult means, such as prayers, offerings, meek fulfilment of 
State demands, meetings, associations, trade unions, strikes, revolutions; but do not resort 
to the only means: the fulfilment of the law of God, which most certainly would liberate 
them from their calamities. 
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“But is it possible that in so simple and short an utterance, that people should act with 
others as they desire others to act with them, the whole law of God and the entire guidance 
of man’s life consists?” those will say who are accustomed to the complication and intricacy 
of theological, state, and scientific arguments. 

Such people imagine that the law of God and the guidance of man’s life must be ex- 
pressed in diffuse, complicated theories, and therefore cannot be expressed in so short and 
simple a statement. 

It is true that this law of reciprocity is very short and simple, but it is precisely this 
shortness and simplicity which demonstrates that it is a true, indubitable, eternal and 
righteous law; a law of God elaborated by thousands of years of the life of all humanity, and 
not the production of one man or of one group of men calling themselves the Church, the 
State, or Science. Theological discussions about the fall of a first man, his redemption, and 
the second advent; or State and scientific discussions about parliaments, supreme authority, 
the theory of punishment, property, value, classification of science, natural selection, and so 
forth, — may be very witty and profound, but are always accessible only to a small number 
of men. Whereas the law of acting with others as one wishes they would act with one’s self 
is accessible to all men, without distinction of race, religion, education, or even age. 

Besides this, theological, State, or scientific arguments, which are accepted as true at 
one place and at one time are regarded as untrue at another place and another time; whereas 
this law of reciprocity, wherever known, is universally regarded as true; and cannot cease 
to be true for those who have once comprehended it. 

But the chief distinction between this law and all others, and its principal advantage, 
is that all theological, State, scientific laws, not only fail to pacify men and to give them 
welfare, but often it is precisely these laws which produce the greatest enmity and suffering. 

The law of doing unto others as thou wishest others to do to thee, or of not doing to 
others as thou dost not wish to be treated, if only it were recognised by thee, could not 
produce anything but concord and welfare. And therefore the consequences of this law are 
infinitely beneficial and diverse, determining all possible mutual relations of men, and ev- 
erywhere substituting concord and service for discord and strife. Were men only to liberate 
themselves from the frauds which conceal this law from them, to recognise its imperative- 
ness, and to cultivate its adaptation to life, a science, non-existent at present, would appear, 
common to all men and the most important in the world: a science teaching how, on the 
basis of this law, all collisions could be avoided, both between separate individuals and 
between individuals and society. And if this as yet non-existent science were established 
and cultivated, and taught to all adults and children as pernicious superstitions and often 
useless or harmful sciences are now taught, then the whole life of man would change, and 
with it those oppressive conditions in which the enormous majority of mankind now live. 
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The Biblical tradition affirms that long before this law of reciprocity was revealed God 
gave man “His law.” 

In this law was included the Commandment “Thou shalt not kill.” This Commandment, 
for its time, was as important and fruitful as the later law of reciprocity, but the same thing 
happened with the former as with the latter. It was not directly repudiated by men, but 
like the later law it became lost amidst other rules and regulations, which were recognised 
as equally or even more important than the law of the inviolability of human life. If this 
injunction had existed alone, and if Moses (according to tradition) had brought down on 
his tablets as the sole Commandment of God merely these words “Thou shalt not kill,” 
men would have had to recognise the unalterable imperativeness of this law, admitting 
of no substitute. And were men to recognise this command as the sole law of God, and 
to observe it strictly, even if only as strictly as some observe the keeping of the Sabbath, 
worshipping icons, the sacrament, abstinence from pork, and so forth, then the whole life of 
mankind would change, and neither wars nor slavery would any longer be possible, nor the 
expropriation of the land by the wealthy from the poor, nor the possession by the few of 
the product of the labour of the many;—because all this is founded only on the possibility 
or the threat of killing. 

So would it be if the command “Thou shalt not kill,” were recognised as the only law 
of God. But when the commandments about the Sabbath day, about not taking God’s 
name, and others, were accepted as equally important and on a par with this law, then 
naturally yet more new priestly ordinances arose, also recognised as equally binding,—and 
God’s greatest commandment, “Thou shalt not kill,” which altered man’s whole life, was 
drowned among them, and not only ceased to be always obligatory,—cases were even found 
when one could act in complete contradiction to it; so that to this day this law has not 
received its proper significance. 

The same thing happened also with the law of reciprocity. 

So that the chief evil from which men suffer ceased long ago to consist in their ignorance 
of the true law of God, but in people to whom the knowledge and observance of the true 
law is disadvantageous, but who are unable to destroy or refute it, inventing “precept upon 
precept” and “line upon line,” as Isaiah says4, and giving them out as equally binding or 
yet more obligatory than the true laws of God. And therefore all that is now necessary 
for the deliverance of men from their sufferings is that they should emancipate themselves 
from all theological, State and scientific superstitions, propounded as obligatory laws of 
life, and having thus liberated themselves, should naturally recognise as more binding for 
themselves than all other regulations and laws that true, eternal law of God already known, 
which gives not to some only but to all men everywhere the greatest possible welfare in 
social life. 
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“But,” some will say, “however just this law of ‘not doing to others’ may be, it cannot 
be adapted by itself to every circumstance of life. If men were to recognise this law as 
always obligatory, without exception, they would have to acknowledge the use of any kind 
of violence between men as unlawful, for no man desires to underego violence himself. 
And without the exercise of violence on some people the safety of the individual cannot 
be assured, property cannot be protected, one’s country cannot be defended, the existing 
order cannot be maintained.” 

God says to men: “In order that it should be well for all of you, everywhere and always, 
observe My law of not doing to others what you do not wish them to do to you.” 

But men, who have organised a certain system, in the year 1901, in England, Germany, 
France, Russia, say:—‘Perhaps things may become worse if we fulfil this law of God given 
us for our welfare.” 

We accept a law invented by a group of men, however strange it may be and however 
bad may be the men who invented it, and we are not afraid of fulfilling it. But a law in 
accordance not only with reason and conscience but explicitly expressed in a book which 
we regard as the revelation of God, we are afraid of fulfilling, for fear evil may come of it 
or disorder ensue. 

Is it not evident that people who speak and think thus speak not of order but of disorder, 
in which they live and find profitable to them? 

Order, according to their idea, is a position which enables them to devour the lives of 
other men,—while disorder occurs when those devoured desire that their destroyers shall 
cease to devour them. 

Such arguments only demonstrate that the dominating minority feel, in most cases 
unconsciously, that the recognition of the law of reciprocity not only destroys their advan- 
tageous social position but reveals all their immorality and cruelty. 

These men cannot argue otherwise. 

But for the workmen turned off the land, crushed by taxes, forced into the penal 
labour of factories, transformed into slaves, into soldiers who torment themselves and their 
brothers,—for them it is time they understood that only faith in the law of God and its 
observance will deliver them from their sufferings. 

The non-observance of this law, and consequently their continually increasing calamities, 
propel them towards this. It is time the labourers should feel that their salvation is in this 
alone; that they need only begin to observe this law of reciprocity for their position to 
improve immediately—to improve just in the degree in which the number of men increase 
who act with others as they desire others to act with them. 

And these are not mere words, not an abstraction like the Church, State, Socialistic, 
Scientific theories, but an effective means of deliverance. 

Theological, State and Scientific theories and promises offer welfare to the workmen, 
some in the next world, some in this, but always in a distant future, when the bones of 
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those who live and suffer now are rotten;—whereas the law of reciprocity improves the 
position of the workers at the present moment and without doubt. 

If even all workers did not clearly see that by working on the lands and in the factories 
of capitalists they afford them the possibility of profiting by the product of the labour of 
their own brothers, and that therefore by thus working they break the law of reciprocity;— 
or if, seeing this, they, owing to their wants, had not the power of refusing such work, 
still the abstinence from such work even of only a few would, by rendering the position 
of the capitalists more difficult, immediately ameliorate the position of the rest. And 
the abstinence from direct participation in the activities of capital and government in the 
capacities of overseers, clerks, tax collectors, customs officials, &c., (obviously contrary to 
the law of reciprocity), would still more ameliorate the position of the workmen, even if 
not all were capable of refraining from such activities. And further still, the refusal of 
the workmen to participate in the army, (which has murder for its object, the act most 
contrary to the law of reciprocity),—which latterly is oftener and oftener directed against 
the workmen—would altogether alter for the better the position of the workers. 


Vi 


The Law of God is the Law of God not because, as the priests always affirm about their 
laws, it has been communicated in a miraculous way by God himself, but because it unmis- 
takably and obviously directs men to that way advancing along which they unquestionably 
are delivered from their sufferings, and unquestionably obtain the greatest inner (spiritual) 
and external (physical) welfare,—and that not some particular chosen men, but all men 
without exception. 

Such is the law of God about acting towards others as one wishes that others should 
act towards oneself. It shows that men fulfilling it unquestionably obtain inner spiritual 
welfare, in the consciousness of their harmony with the will of God, and of the increase 
of love in themselves and in others; and that at the same time they obtain in social life 
the greatest possible welfare accessible to them. Whereas divergence from this law entails 
aggravation of their position. 

And, as a matter of fact, to anyone who does not participate in the mutual struggle 
between men but observes life from without, it is evident that the struggling parties act 
exactly in the same way as gamblers, who surrender a certain though meagre property for 
the very doubtful possibility of increasing it. 

Whether a workman who has lowered the price of his comrades’ labour or has accepted 
the service of the wealthy or has entered the army will better his position, is as doubtful as 
the success of the gambler. There may be a thousand events owing to which his position 
will remain the same or become even worse than before. This fact, however, is certain, that 
his consent to work cheaper or to serve the capitalists and the Government will aggravate, 
to some extent at all events, the position of all the workers, and his own together with 
theirs; as certain as the fact that the gambler loses control over the sum he stakes. 
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To him who does not participate in the struggle but observes life, it is evident that as 
in games of hazard, lotteries, Stock Exchange operations, only the owners of the gambling 
houses, lotteries, stockbrokers’ offices, make their fortunes, whereas all those who gamble 
are ruined. So also in life: it is only the Governments, the wealthy, in general the oppressors, 
who stand to win; whereas those workers who in the hope of improving their position diverge 
from the law of reciprocity, only aggravate the position of all workers, and therefore also 
their own. 

The law of God is the law of God for this reason, that it defines the position of man 
in the world, showing him the “best” which he can do for his spiritual as well as for his 
physical life while in this position. 

“Be not anxious” it is said in the Gospel in explanation of this law; “Be not anxious, 
saying What shall we eat or what shall we drink, or wherewithal shall we be clothed? 

.. . Your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things. But seek ye first 
His kingdom and His righteousness and all these things shall be added unto you.” 

And these are not mere words but the explanation of the true position of man in the 
world. 

If only man fulfils what God requires of him; if he observes His law, then God also will 
do for him that which he requires. So that the law of doing to others as one would wish to 
be done to oneself relates to God also. 

In order that He should do for us what we desire, we must do for Him what He desires 
of us. And He desires of us that we should act with others as we would wish others to act 
with us. The only difference is that what He desires of us is needful not for Him but for 
ourselves, yielding the highest welfare accessible to us. 
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The workmen must cleanse themselves in order that the Governments and wealthy shall 
cease to devour their lives. Impurity breeds only in dirt, and it feeds on strange bodies 
only while they are unclean. And therefore for the deliverance of the workers from their 
calamities there is only one means—that of purifying themselves. And to purify themselves 
liberation from theological, State, and scientific superstitions is necessary, and necessary 
also is faith in God and His law. 

In this lies the only means of deliverance. 

One meets at the present time either an educated or an ordinary almost illiterate work- 
man. Both are filled with indignation against the existing order of things. The workman 
believes neither in God nor His law, but he knows Marxs, Lassalle, and follows the activ- 
ities of Bebel, Jaures in Parliaments, and delivers stirring orations about the injustice of 
the seizure of the land, by inheritance, etc.; whereas the uneducated workman, although he 
does not know these theories and believes in the ‘Trinity, the Redemption, etc., is, however, 
equally indignant with the landlords and capitalists, and regards the whole existing organ- 
isation as wrong. And yet, give this workman, either the educated or the uneducated one, 
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the possibility of bettering his position by producing certain articles cheaper than others, 
although it may ruin scores, hundreds, thousands, of his comrades,—or the possibility of 
entering the service of the capitalists in a position which gives him a greater salary, or of 
buying land, or organising a business himself with hired labour,—and nine hundred and 
ninety nine out of a thousand will do it without scruple, and defend their possession of the 
land or their privileges as employers often even more strenuously than born landlords and 
capitalists. 

As to their participation in murder (that is, in military service, or in taxes destined to 
the support of troops), an act not only morally wrong but most pernicious to their comrades 
and themselves, the very act which forms the basis of their slavery—about this none of them 
trouble, and all either consent to pay the taxes for the army or become soldiers themselves, 
regarding such actions as quite normal. 

Is it possible that out of such men any society can be formed other than the one which 
now exists? 

The workmen lay the blame of their position on the avarice and cruelty of the land 
owners, capitalists, coercionists, but all or almost all the workmen, without faith in God 
and His law, are similarly, only on a smaller and unsuccessful scale, land owners, capitalists, 
and coercionists. 

A country lad in need of a livelihood comes up to town to a friend who has a place as a 
coachman in the house of a wealthy merchant, and begs him to find him a berth at wages 
lower than those current. The country lad is ready to accept such a situation, but coming 
next morning, he casually overhears in the servants’ room the complaint of an old man who 
has lost his situation and is at a loss to know how to live. The lad is sorry for the old man 
and he relinquishes his berth, not wishing to act to another man as he does not wish to 
be done to. Or else a peasant with a large family accepts the well paid position of steward 
to a rich and exacting landowner. The new steward feeling his family now provided for, is 
glad of the situation, but on entering his duties he has immediately to enforce fines on the 
peasants for horses which have strayed in the gentleman’s fields; he has to catch women 
collecting dead branches for their fires in the landowner’s woods; he has to reduce the wages 
of the workmen and to comple them to labour to the utmost verge of their strength. And 
the steward feels that his conscience does not allow him to do these things. He refuses, and 
notwithstanding the complaints and reproaches of his family, he gives up his situation and 
occupies himself with something else which yields him much less. Or else again a soldier 
has been brought with his company against workmen in revolt and told to fire at them. 
He refuses to obey and for this endures cruel suffering. All these act thus because the evil 
which they are doing to others is evident to them, and their heart clearly tells them that 
this which they are doing is contrary to the law of God, that one should not do to others 
as one does not wish others to act to oneself. But if a workman beating down the price 
of certain work does not see those whom he thereby injures, the evil he thus causes to 
his comrades does not therefore diminish. And if a workman pass over to the side of the 
employers and neither sees nor feels the injury he is causing his comrades, the injury still 
remains. It is the same with a man who enters the military service and prepares to kill his 
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brothers if necessary. If he does not yet see, when entering the service, whom and where he 
will kill when he learns to shoot and to stab, he can at any rate understand that shooting 
and stabbing will be his work. 

And therefore in order that the workmen should free themselves from their oppression 
and bondage, they must educate in themselves the religious feeling which prohibits all 
that aggravates the general condition of their brothers even when this aggravation is not 
apparent. They must religiously refrain (as people now refrain from eating pork, eating 
meat during fasts, from work on Sundays, and so forth), firstly, from working for capitalists 
if they can possibly get on without; secondly, from offering their work at a lower rate 
than that current; thirdly, from improving their position by passing over to the side of 
the capitalists and serving their interests; and fourthly and chiefly, from participating in 
Government coercion, be it police custom-house or military service. 

Only by such a religious attitude towards the form of their activity can the workmen 
liberate themselves from their oppression. 

If the workman for gain or from fear is ready to enter the ranks of organized murderers— 
soldiers,—without his conscience rebuking him, if for the increase of his welfare he is ready 
deliberately to deprive his more needy comrade of his earnings, or for the sake of salary to 
pass over to the side of the oppressors helping them in their activity,—he has nothing to 
complain of. 

Whatever his position he makes it himself, and he himself cannot be other than one of 
the oppressed or one of the oppressors. 

And this cannot be otherwise. Without belief in God and His law man cannot but desire 
to procure for himself in his short life the greatest amount of welfare, whatever consequences 
this may entail for others. And as soon as people desire, each one for himself, the greatest 
possible welfare, independently of the consequences to others, then inevitably, whatever the 
organisation introduced, such men will form a heap with a pointed top, a cone,—at the 
apex the rulers and underneath them the oppressed. 


IX 


It is stated in the Gospel that Jesus pitied men for their exhaustion and dispersion 
“like sheep without a shepherd.” 

What would he have felt and said to-day, seeing men not only exhausted and dispersed 
like sheep without a shepherd, but millions of men all over the world, generation after 
generation, ruining themselves in brutish labour, stultified, unenlightened, in the power of 
vice, killing, torturing each other, notwithstanding that the means of deliverance from all 
these calamities was given them two thousand years ago? 

The key to the lock of the chain forged around the working people has been placed by 
their side, and they need only take this key and unlock the chain to become free. But 
the working men as yet do not do this, but either undertake nothing and yield themselves 
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to despair, or else struggle and break their bones in the hope of forcibly sundering the 
unbreakable chain; or else, which is even worse, acting like a captive animal when it rushes 
at the one who tries to free it, they attack those who indicate the key which would open 
the lock on their chain. 

This key is faith in God and His law. 

Only when men throw off those superstitions in which they are deliberately trained, 
when they believe that the law of doing to others what one desires others to do is the most 
important Divine law of our time, believe this as firmly as some now believe in keeping the 
Sabbath, others in fasting, liturgies, sacraments, and others in the repetition of prayers, or 
the observance of oaths, and so forth, and when, having thus believed, they fulfil this law 
in preference to all other laws and ordinances,—only then will the slavery and distressed 
condition of the workmen be abolished. 

And therefore it is necessary that the workmen themselves should first of all, without 
sparing old habits and traditions, and without fearing external persecution from church 
and state, or internal strife with one’s relatives boldly and deliberately free themselves 
from the false faiths in which they have been educated, shall more and more make clear to 
themselves and others, and especially to the young generations and to children, the essence 
of faith in God and of the consequent law of reciprocity and shall follow this law to their 
utmost strength although it involve temporary disadvantages. ‘Thus should the workmen 
themselves act. 

As to the ruling minority who, profiting by the labour of the workmen, have acquired 
all the advantages of education, and therefore can clearly discern the deceits in which 
the labourers are kept—as to these, if they do indeed desire to serve the working people, 
they should first of all both by example and by word endeavour to free them from those 
religious and state deceits in which they are entangled, and not act as they now do: that is, 
while sparing, supporting, and even strengthening by their example these deceits, especially 
the chief religious ones, offer ineffective and even pernicious remedies which not only fail 
to liberate the workmen from their calamities but even more and more aggravate their 
position. 

When, where, and how this will be accomplished no one can say. One thing is certain— 
that this means alone can free the enormous majority of mankind—all the labourers—from 
their humiliations and sufferings. 

There are no other means, nor can there be. 

Translated by V. Tchertkoff 
and A. C. Fifield. 
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in Mark 12:29-34) with the same fervor as they pray, fast and 
sing in church? These are the questions christian moralist Leo 
Tolstoy tackles in this short essay. 
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